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A sentence is the most fundamental language unit in an article. Features of 
sentence affect the overall quality of the article and in addition, reflect a student’s 
language competence. This research studies on sentence features in terms of syntactic 
complexity, syntactic variety and syntactic cohesions. It boils down to the following 
two questions: 1. Is there any relationship between sentence features and language 
proficiencies? 2. What factors are the determinants on the differences in using sentence 
features? Many researchers (Khaldieh 2000, Uzawa & Cumming1989, Krapels 1990) 
focus on the study of the model of writing process, the writing strategies, and the 
relationship between learning strategies and ESL writing processes, but relatively few 
study on sentence features.  
The present research makes a comparative and quantitative approach on sentence 
features in compositions of college non-English major students in Xiamen University 
and Huaxia Vocational College. The materials for this survey are the writing samples 
collected from these sixty sophomore students in these two universities. Among them, 
thirty writing samples were chosen at random from students who taking the English 
final exam in Xiamen University, the other thirty writing samples from the students 
who write compositions at writing class in Huaxia Vocational College. The t-test was 
used in this thesis as a statistical instrument to test whether there is significant 
difference of ability in using sentence features between both groups. The result of this 
survey is: 1. Language proficiency affects the use of sentence features. 2. There is 
significant difference in using sentence features between advanced students and lower 
students.  
The finding of this survey suggests that there is positive relationship between 
some sentence features and English language proficiency. It is found that an advanced 
student uses more embedded clause, present participle initiating clause, preposition 
clause, and conjunctive adjuncts in their compositions than a lower student. It is 
commonly believed that every sentence feature has positive relationship with language 
proficiency, and therefore, the number of every sentence feature can serve as an index 
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parataxis, to+infinitive initiating clause, and comment elements can not serve as 
explicit marker of evaluation between intermediate students and lower students. In 
terms of the use of common hypotactic and paratactic clause, intermediate students and 
lower students can perform equally well. Therefore, if hypotaxis and parataxis are 
served as criterions, they should be subdivided into common and less common, in 
which less common hypotactic and paratactic clause should be taken into account.  
Based on this finding, some suggestions are given to teachers’ evaluation of 
students’ writing. 
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Writing, as the embodiment of comprehensive language competence, is one of the 
most difficult English skills to be manipulated for ESL learners. For most college 
students, English writing is the most difficult to master and they feel helpless when 
they have an English essay test. Therefore, the development of students’ writing ability 
is a very important part in college English teaching. The quality of writing depends on 
sentences they write. Many researchers (Hayes & Flowers; Khaldieh 2000, Uzawa 
&Cumming1989, Krapels 1990) focus on the study of the model of writing process, 
the writing strategies, and the relationship between learning strategies and ESL writing 
processes, but few researches pay attention on studies on sentence features of ESL 
writing.. 
A sentence is the most fundamental language unit in an article. Features of 
sentence affect the overall quality of the article and in addition, reflect a student’s 
language competence. This research studies on sentence features in terms of syntactic 
complexity, syntactic variety and syntactic cohesions. It boils down to the following 
two questions: 1. Is there any relationship between sentence features and language 
proficiency? 2. What factors are the determinants on the differences in using sentence 
features?  
The number of clause complex is regarded as standard of syntactic complexity, 
and the proportion of hypotactic, paratactic, and embedded clauses reveal the students’ 
writing ability to deal with different sentence structures. A student with advanced 
language proficiency will apply difficult sentence structures such as clause complex, 
which can illustrate more intricate meanings. 
Sentence variety is also of great importance in ESL writing. An advanced student 
has the ability to use a variety of sentences to express their thoughts, while lower 
students may use a few basic sentence structures over and over, which makes the 
readers feel bored and lost interest in their writings. Therefore, varying lengths and 
forms of sentence structures are necessary in the process of English writing.  
Syntactic cohesion, which is based on cohesion, coherence, and rhetorical 
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convention for joining utterances together to form a text. Cohesion comprises ways of 
explicitly marking semantic relationships such as reference, substitution, ellipsis, 
conjunction, and lexical cohesion, as well as conventions such as those governing the 
ordering of old and new information in discourse. Since cohesion is a broad conception, 
this thesis concerns about two aspects: comment element of a sentence and conjunctive 
adjuncts. Comment sentence elements and conjunctive adjuncts are related to the 
sociolinguistic competence, which refers to the ability of students to organize linguistic 
signals in communication, and how to use these signals to refer to persons, objects, 
ideas, and feelings. Hence, the appropriate use of syntactic cohesions reflects students’ 
writing abilities and their language competence. 
There are two groups of students in this survey with the total number of sixty 
from different colleges chosen. The materials for this survey are writing samples 
collected from these sixty sophomore students in two universities. It aims to gain some 
suggestions for college teachers on their evaluation on students’ writing. The t-test was 
used in this thesis as a statistical instrument to test whether there is significant 
difference of ability in using sentence features between both groups.  
This thesis consists of four chapters. 
Chapter One focuses on theoretical studies on sentence structure. It makes a 
general introduction of the concept of sentence, sentence elements, and sentence 
variety, sentence complexity which includes clause in traditional and functional 
grammar respectively.  
Chapter Two reviews some theoretical studies relevant to ESL writing. It presents 
us the basic concept of writing, features of college English writing, the purpose of 
college English writing, the process of writing, and strategies in writing process. 
Chapter Three introduces language communicative competence, cognitive models 
of language production, memory and language processing. This chapter serves as a 
fundamental theory to explain reasons of the difference of performances in using 
sentence features between advanced students and lower students from language 
internal factors. 
Chapter Four illustrates the design of the research including participants, research 
questions, research procedures, and results and discussions of the research. The t-test 















features are positively related to the language proficiency.  
The result of this survey is: 1. Language proficiency affects the use of sentence 
features. 2. There is significant difference in using sentence features between advanced 
students and lower students. It is found that an advanced student uses more embedded 
clauses, present participle initiating clauses, preposition clauses, and conjunctive 
adjuncts in their compositions than a lower student. Therefore, they can serve as 
criteria in the evaluation of students’ language proficiency. Based on the findings, 
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Chapter One  Sentence 
 
1.1 What Is a Sentence? 
Generally speaking, a sentence is a grammatically speech unit that expresses a 
statement, a question, a command or an exclamation. In speaking, it is phonetically 
distinguished by various patterns of stress, pitch, and pauses; and in writing, it 
concludes with appropriate end punctuation, such as a period, a question mark or an 
exclamation mark.  
In linguistic terms, a sentence is usually composed of one or more clauses, which 
includes a predicate and an explicit or implied subject. For example, in the sentence It is 
cold, although the sun is shining., there are two clauses: the main clause is it is cold and 
the subordinate clause is although the sun is shining. (Hartmann & Stork 1972: 137) 
 
1.2 Elements of Sentence 
Sentence elements are a group of words that comprise the well formed sentences. 
According to its function in a sentence, there are five types of sentence elements: 
subject, verb, object, complement, and adverbial. An adverbial plays an important role 
in varying sentence structures. Adverbials closely relate to this dissertation. Hence, it 
will be discussed in more details in this section.  
Subject is basically a nominal (noun, pronoun, noun phrase or clause), which is 
the topic of a sentence.  
Verbs express existence, action or occurrence of an event, which are classified as 
three kinds: copular verbs (i.e. be, seem, appear, etc.), stative verbs (i.e. lie, feel, smell, 
belong to, etc.), and dynamic verbs (i.e. jump, run, call, throw, eat, drink, etc.).  
Object is the ‘performance’ of the verb, which can be classified as direct or 
indirect. Indirect object usually follows a preposition. For example: 
He listened to the news. (indirect object) 
He put the book on the shelves. (indirect object) 
Objects are either nominal (noun, pronoun, noun phrase or clause) or 
prepositional phrases which consist of a preposition followed by a nominal. 
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objects. There are two kinds of complements: subject complements and object 
complements. A subject complement is a necessary part of a well-formed sentence; 
while an object complement adds more information about the object, which is not an 
essential part of a sentence, i.e. they can be removed and a complete sentence remains. 
For example: 
The man is a teacher. (subject complement) 
We elected him our monitor. (object complement) 
An adverbial describes the circumstance of the sentence. It is the circumstantial 
element of a sentence. What is important is the notion of the ‘circumstance’ as a kind 
of additional minor process, subsidiary to the main one, but embodying some of the 
features of a relational or verbal process. According to Halliday (1994: 151), there are 
nine types of circumstantial elements: 
 





















means, quality, comparison 
reason, purpose, behalf 
condition, concession, default 
comitation, addition 
guise, product 
Table 1-1: Types of circumstantial elements (Halliday, 1994: 151) 
 
Extent answers the questions of how far? How long? How many? How many 
times? The typical structure is a nominal group with a quantifier, either definite e.g. 
three years or indefinite, e.g. many days, a long time. The category of Extent also 
includes “interval” “frequency”, which answers the question “how often”, “how many 
times”. 
Location answers the question of where or when. The typical structure is an 
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teachers, between you and me. 
Manner includes three categories: Means, Quality, and Comparison. 
Means answers the question of how and what with It is typically expressed by a 
prepositional phrase with the preposition by or with. Examples are by ship, by chance, 
etc. 
Quality is expressed by an adverbial group, with –ly adverb as head. It answers 
the question of how or how… For example: 
The question confused her too much. 
Her father said it in a serious tone. 
Comparison is usually introduced by a prepositional phrase with like or unlike or 
an adverbial group of similarity or difference. The interrogative form is what …like 
It went through my head like an earthquake. 
The circumstantial elements of Cause also include three types: Reason, Purpose, 
and Behalf. 
Circumstantials of Reasons express the cause for which process takes place, 
which are followed by a prepositional phrase with through, because of, as a result of, 
thanks to, or express the negative meaning for want of, etc. The interrogative forms are 
why or how.  
Circumstantials of Purpose introduce the intention for which an action takes place, 
which are typically followed by a prepositional phrase with for, in the hope of, for the 
purpose of, for the sake of, etc. the interrogative corresponding is what for.  
Circumstantials of Behalf express on whose behalf or for whose sake the action is 
undertaken, which are introduced by a prepositional phrase such as for, for the sake of, 
in favor of, on behalf of, etc.. The interrogative form is who for. Examples are: 
Please allow me, on behalf of the faculty and students of my university, to express 
to your group a warm welcome to visit our university. 
He did it for the sake of our friendship. 
Contingency includes three subtypes: Condition, Concession, and Default. 
Circumstantials of Condition are introduced by in case of, in the event of. 
Examples are: 
Please dial this number in case of emergency. 
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